The concept of social presence has gained much interest among researchers in relation to the quality of e-learning experienced by students. Experiencing social presence, which is the degree to which a person is perceived as 'real' in mediated communication, can be somewhat challenging in e-learning environment. This study examined the social presence experienced by undergraduates and their perceived motivation to partake in e-learning activities at a university. Data was collected from a survey of 51 students who were required to take part in a portal as a requirement for an undergraduate course. Statistical test of t-test and ordinary descriptive analysis were used. The study found that students both males and females were generally motivated to engage in e-learning activities. The study recorded a statistically significant difference of social presence experienced in e-learning activities among the male and the female students. Therefore, further research has to be conducted to determine the extent of social presence differences felt by students and ways to enhance social presence which would result in students' motivation and satisfaction in e-learning activities.
Introduction
Malaysia Education Online (MEdO) has been part of the Malaysia Government Transformation Plan (GTP) to expand distance learning. With Asia currently recording the largest number of online and distance learning learners in the world, (Clothey, 2010) , one can expect the progress and rapid growth in the number of students taking online courses. To date further research is needed on the experiences of students taking online courses related to course satisfaction and learning outcomes (Halter, Kleiner, & Hess, 2006) . One of the concepts that have been explored in relation to the quality of online learning experienced by learners is their perceived social presence. Social presence is the degree to which a person is perceived as 'real' in a mediated environment such as in online communication (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) . One of the key factors that determine the success of pursuing distance education learning is the feeling of social presence in online interactions (Rourke et al. 2004) . Online forums as forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC) are different from those face-to-facedistance education programmes because emphasis is placed between tutors and students (Weaver & Albion, 2005) . While existing studies show that social presence is an important construct in online education, further research with local essence is needed. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the findings of social presence in quantitative terms on gender differences experienced by the participants in this study.
Background of the Study
Social Presence is an important component of e-Learning experience based on the social presence theory (Rourke et al. 2004 ). Social presence is required for interactivity because participants need to feel the presence of others for the conveyance of meaning (Shanthi & Thayalan 2009; Shanthi & Thayalan 2010) . In an educational context, social presence could predict learners' satisfaction of online interaction environment (Shanthi & Thayalan 2009; Shanthi & Thayalan 2010) . This is mainly because interaction is necessary for the success of distance learning programmes (Rourke et al., 2004; Nippard & Murphy 2007; Mykota & Duncan, 2007) . Nevertheless, researchers have found that students' online interaction often lack social presence characteristics (Garrison, et al., 2000) .
Social Presence in Online Education
One factor that is particularly significant to online learning is creating social presence. In the context of online communication, it can be defined as the ability of participants to project their physical and emotional presence (Abdullah, 2004) . For Garrison & Anderson (2003) , it means creating a climate that supports and encourages probing questions, scepticism and the contribution of more explanatory ideas that facilitates learner involvement in the online learning environment. Studies of social presence in web based learning at a post-secondary level indicate that it affects student perceived learning (Richardson & Swan, 2003) and that it may increase the satisfaction of students' online experience (Shanthi & Thayalan 2009; Shanthi & Thayalan 2010) . It may also lead to greater emotional satisfaction through a sense of well-being in the classroom environment (Rourke et al., 2004) . Evidence suggests that when learners experience a high degree of social presence they are more likely to engage in higher order critical thinking (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000) ; actively participate in computer-mediated communications (Danchak, Walther, & Swan, 2001) ; are less likely to drop out of their classes (Cobb, 2009) ; and are more satisfied with their learning experience (Shanthi & Thayalan 2009; Shanthi & Thayalan 2010) . Indicators of social presence in online interactions include personal forms of address, acknowledgement of others, expressions of feeling, paralanguage, humour, social sharing and selfdisclosure (Rourke et al. 2004) .
Social presence theory emphasises that the perception of the feelings of the presence of within a social context is very important for the participation of students in online environments. Since learning occurs socially within communities of practice; there is greater variability in sense of community ratings among online courses than in face-to-face courses (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997) . In an online environment, social presence becomes even more important due to the absence of visual and auditory cues. Short et al. (1976) explain that when the communication mediums become restricted, social presence within the group decreases. This affects group cohesion to become negatively low and members feel disconnected. Because social presence arises through being able to project one's self affectively within a medium (Garrison & Anderson, 2003) the conditions for establishing a social bond, or emotional tie must be present. Tu and McIsaac (2002) stressed the relationship between interactivity and social presence, noting that increased interaction improves the level of social presence. Therefore, if social presence is high, the group members enjoy the feeling of joint involvement.
Gender Differences in Online Interaction
Gender differences in online environments are not as prevalent as in face-to-face interaction as there is no bodily presence in virtual communication, online users rely purely on language as cue for meanings (Pohl & Michaelson, 2005) . However, issues surrounding gender and discourse styles in virtual communication have been an important interest for research (Arbaugh, 2000; Rodino, 1997; Garland & Martin, 2005; Herring, 2001) It is believed that that CMC reduces gender-influenced inequalities that are often observed in faceto-face communication (Wojahn, 1994) . Given this assumption, CMC enables both male and female participants to share, confront, and discuss differing viewpoints which allows students to engage in critical discourse (Johnson & Johnson, 1992) . However, research findings have not been conclusive as social constraints manifested by gender differences continue to place a significant influence on gender behavior and participation in CMC.
Information literacy for 21st century
The relationship between motivation and learning is well established in traditional educational research and applies equally well in distance learning environment. Postle et al. (2003) argues that motivation influences the level of student participation in online discussion. Additionally, generating and maintaining motivation in a distance learning environment appears more complex than in traditional classrooms given the reduced direct interaction between students and instructors (Postle et al., 2003) . Therefore, staying motivated in a virtual class is a challenge for students taking up a web based education. Students who find motivation to learn online find it a great asset to the online learning experience, one that can keep them from losing interest or burning out. Without a doubt motivation can promote a rich learning experience for distance learning students and provide a foundation for them to develop their online learning skills.
3.Methodology
The data used in this study is primarily quantitative. The questionnaire for this study consisted of Likert-like scale questions which required the participants in this study to circle an option that best describes their online experience. The variables studied in the study were determined by the researchers after observing and monitoring the respondents' online behaviors. The variables selected were students' motivation to interact in online forums, and under the umbrella of social presence the variables selected were; awareness of the presences of other students during online forums, and sense of being part of an online community. The quantitative data obtained from the participants was analyzed with the aid of the SPSS Version 17.0 software. An independent t-test was conducted to check if there was any significance difference between the mean scores for the variable that are studied.
Results
The section below presents the analysis of quantitative data based on the questionnaire answered by the students. Table 1 shows the descriptive analysis of the students claimed motivation to visit online forums. Table 1 shows that the male and the female students in this study enjoyed taking part in the online forums (Agree: Male 67.5%; Female 68.0%) and they liked to read the discussions in the online forums (Agree: Male 85.5%; Female 88.4%). This shows that generally, the students were motivated to take part in online forums. Table 3 below shows the descriptive analysis of the students' claimed motivation to complete the distance learning education. Table 2 . Motivation to complete the distance learning education As seen in Table 2 , the male and the female students in this study claimed that one of the reasons they continued their distance learning programme was because on-line forums had benefitted them (Agree: Male 63.0%; Female 78.2%) and they were confident to complete the course that they were taking because of the online (Agree: Male 63.0%; Female 74.8%). This indicates that the students were generally motivated to complete the distance learning education because of the benefits of taking part in online forums. Table 3 below shows the descriptive analysis of the students' claimed motivation to know the course content through online forums. Table 3 shows that the male and the female students in this study claimed that online forums widen their knowledge on the course content taught by the tutors (Agree: Male 63.0%; Female 68.0%) and they read the comments on course content given by other students with interest (Agree: Male 81.0%; Female 68.8%). This indicates that the students were generally motivated to know the course content via online forums. Table 4 below shows the independent test of difference between the mean scores of students' claimed motivation to interaction in online forums. Table 4 . Independent test of difference between the mean scores of motivation to interaction in online forums
As it is seen in Table 4 the mean score for the male students on their motivation to interact in online forums stand at 53.6 and the mean score for the female students stand at 52.8. The Levene's Test for Equality of Variance shows a probability rate of 0.412 which is greater than 0.05; p>0.05. This indicates that the mean scores for the male students and the female students are relatively equal. The t-test shows that the probability rate of p= 0.541, which indicates that p>.05. Therefore, there is no significance difference between the mean scores obtained from the male and the female students. This implies that there is no significant difference between the male and female students on their motivation to interact the online forums. Table 5 shows the descriptive analysis of the student claimed awareness of the presence of others in online forums. Table 5 . Awareness of the presence of others in online forums Table 5 shows that more male students than female student (Male 40.9%; Female 13.8%) disagreed that they were very conscious about stating their views in the forums because others are observing them compared to female students. Additionally, more male students than female student (Male 36.4%; Female 13.8%) disagreed that each time when they returned to the online forums they could recognize their friends. This indicates that the female students were generally more aware of the presence of others in online forums. Table 6 shows the independent test of difference between the mean scores of students claimed awareness of the presence of others in online forums. Table 6 . Independent test of difference between the mean scores of awareness of the presence of others in online forums
As it is seen in Table 6 , the mean score for the male students on their claimed awareness of the presence of others in online forums stand at 30.2 and the mean score for the female students stand at 34.2. The Levene's Test for Equality of Variance shows a probability rate of 0.035 which is smaller than 0.05; p<0.05. This indicates that the mean scores for the male students and the female students are relatively not equal. The t-test shows that the probability rate of p= 0.000, which indicates that p<.05. Therefore, there is a significance difference between the mean scores obtained from the male and the female students. This implies that there is a significant difference between the male and female students on their claimed awareness of the presence of others in online forums. Table 7 below shows the descriptive analysis of the claimed sense of community in online forums. As it is seen in Table 7 the male students (Male 36.6%; Female 0.0%) disagreed that they got help from others and they also disagreed that they felt comfortable (Male 45.5%; Female 0.0%) with the people in the online forums. This indicates that the female students generally had a sense of community in online forums than the male students. Table 8 shows the independent test of difference between the mean scores of students' claimed sense of community in online forums. As it is seen in Table 8 , the mean score for the male students on their claimed sense of community in online forums stand at 34.2 and the mean score for the female students stand at 40.0. The Levene's Test for Equality of Variance shows a probability rate of 0.014 which is smaller than 0.05; p<0.05. This indicates that the mean scores for the male students and the female students are relatively not equal. The t-test shows that the probability rate of p= 0.000, which indicates that p<.05. Therefore, there is a significance difference between the mean scores obtained from the male and the female students. This implies that there is a significant difference between the male and female students on their claimed sense of community in online forums.
Discussion
The analysis of data shows that the distance learning students were generally motivated to take the distance learning course. The study found that the students enjoyed taking part in the online forums, and felt that the online forums enhanced their knowledge and thoughts on the course content. In fact, the students reported that online forums boosted their confidence to complete their distance learning courses. However, this study noted a disparity of social presence experience by the female and male students. The male students disagreed that they were conscious about stating their views and they were always aware of the presence of other participants in the forums. The female students, on the other hand, claimed that they treated the participants in the forums as friends, in addition, to believing that online forums could widen their circle of online friends who were taking the distance learning course. This shows that in e-learning activities, online tutors can expect the communicative style of males different from that used by females. Therefore in e-learning activities, male students can be expected to use more 'harsh' and 'crude' language whilst female students use more 'polite' and 'friendly' language.
Conclusion
As social presence in an important component in online communication (Rourke, 2004; Shanthi & Thayalan 2009; Shanthi & Thayalan 2010) , it is suggested that online courses should effectively incorporate elements of communications strategies that enhance social presence in online courses among the male and female students. Further research has to be conducted to determine the extent of social presence differences felt by students and ways to enhance social presence which would result in students' motivation and satisfaction in e-learning activities
